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THE CONFERENCE AS A FAC- 
TOR IN TEACHING ENG- 
LISH COMPOSITION 
THE conference has long been recog- 
nized as a valuable factor in teach- 
ing English composition. More 
than thirty years ago Barrett Wendell was 
employing it with marked success at Har- 
vard. There it was used successfully, too, 
by Le Baron Russell Briggs. As early as 
1901 Robert Herrick and other Harvard 
graduates made the conference compulsory 
in their composition classes in the Univer- 
sity of Chicago. A survey made in 1926 
of colleges and universities located in the 
United States proves the conference to be 
wide-spread and well established in college 
English departments ' 
Of the seventy five colleges and univer- 
sities examined at that time 82% provided 
conferences for all students; 8% for poor 
students only, while but 10% made no use 
whatever of the conference. 
Of the colleges thus examined, 47% 
were Eastern; 24% were Southern; 21% 
were Central; 8% were Western—west of 
the Rockies. Of these colleges and univer- 
sities 53% were co-educational; 32% were 
women's colleges; 14% were men's colleges. 
The survey therefore seems to have exam- 
ined a fairly representative group. The in- 
stitutions which made the conference ob- 
ligatory were, in order of frequency, (1) 
the state universities, (2) women's colleges, 
(3) Southern colleges, (4) small colleges. 
Of the Central group of colleges, 27% re- 
quired weekly conferences. 
The number of conferences required by 
these seventy-five colleges varied. Thirty- 
five per cent gave two or three conferences 
a semester; 18% gave fortnightly confer- 
ences; and 6% gave weekly conferences; 
ten gave monthly conferences. The length 
'H. R. Shipherd, The Fine Art of Writing, pp. 
329-330. 
of these conferences was not less than ten 
minutes apiece, nor more than twenty 
minutes. 
The National Council of Teachers of 
English had recommended as early as 1922 
that a conference be provided every two or 
three weeks for every composition student 
needing it, the length of the conference to 
average fifteen minutes per student, but to 
vary from one minute to one hour as the 
case seemed to demand.2 
Not only is the conference wide-spread 
and long established in the field of English 
composition, but by many experts it is con- 
sidered well nigh indispensable. Shipherd 
holds that no decent composition teaching 
can be done without individual conferences 
with every student. Indeed, none need be 
attempted. Conversely, effective composi- 
tion teaching, he contends, begins with the 
individual personal conference, and con- 
tinues by means of it. "One conference" 
to him "is worth 20 red-inked or blue-pen- 
ciled themes returned."3 E. C. Beck writ- 
ing in The English Journal declares, "The 
conference method has established itself as 
the most successful method of teaching 
English."4 E. M. Hopkins also insists, 
"Successful teaching further requires op- 
portunity for personal work with individual 
students."5 
In this personal character of the confer- 
ence inheres its chief value. Thus it can 
be made a medium for securing better un- 
derstanding between student and teacher, 
not only in regard to matters of composi- 
tion, but in regard to intellectual points of 
view. Through the conference the instruct- 
or has a valuable opportunity for analyzing 
2E. M. Hopkins, The Labor and Cost of Teach- 
ing English, 
3H. R. Shipherd, The Fine Art of Writing, 
p. 18, 
4E. C. Beck, "Composition in State Teachers 
Colleges," English Journal, Vol. XVIII, 594. 
SE. M. Hopkins, Labor and Cost of Teaching 
English, p. 26. 
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and comprehending student psychology and 
student reactions to his teaching. More- 
over, the conference is a valuable method 
of teaching in that it recognizes individual 
differences. As Cox points out, the con- 
ference can be made highly individual, 
flexible, and stimulating, if animated by a 
spirit of frankness, friendliness, and tact. 
In his own humorous account of a confer- 
ence with a blundering and sentimental 
sophomore6 who had elected to write an 
unreal and hysterical fantasy, Cox shows 
how the conference may be used not only 
to point out obvious errors, but to check 
insincerity by reference to reality, to stim- 
ulate observation, to warn against over- 
statement and to arouse in the student's 
mind consciousness of his readers, and 
their probable reactions to his work. No- 
where in teaching is there more need of a 
sense of humor modified by tact. 
Shipherd, too, advises the use of confer- 
ence to establish understanding between 
student and teacher, particularly at the be- 
ginning of the year.7 
He counsels us to remember that the 
problem of each composition is unique. To 
save the time of the conference for dis- 
cussion, he advises that the instructor read 
and mark the manuscript beforehand. Oc- 
casionally, however, he would read the stu- 
dent's theme with him, swiftly and appre- 
ciatively. The tactful conference should 
lead the student who is failing, to see that 
the good points in his theme are neutralized 
by his errors. To Shipherd the conference 
is the occasion for the instructor's hardest 
and most vital teaching. For the sake of 
greater definiteness regarding the use of the 
conference, let us examine the employment 
of it in specific cases; 
Under the Dalton plan, group confer- 
ences rather than individual conferences 
6Sidney Cox, The Teaching of English, pp. 162- 
172. 
'H, R. Shipherd, The Fine Art of Writing, pp. 
35-38. 
are frequently used to (1) clarify and (2) 
direct activities which the pupil may have 
been carrying on in solitude.8 A report 
from the University High School, Madison, 
Wisconsin, dated 1920 shows how the con- 
ference has been employed with success in 
the field of secondary school English :9 
1. Here themes were corrected entirely by 
means of the individual conference. 
2. The instructor corrected four to six 
themes for each student, noting habitual 
misusages. 
3. The instructor kept a record sheet for 
the peculiar failings of each student. 
4. At the conference the pupil was shown 
his papers, and led where possible to 
discover his errors. 
5. The student, told where to watch him- 
self, was then sent away to correct his 
own themes. At the next conference 
period he must bring in a report of the 
preceding conference. 
In the English guidance program of the 
University of Chicago High School several 
interesting uses of the conference develop- 
ed.10 Marked improvement was secured 
by using personal conferences with deficient 
pupils. These conferences were from five 
to fifty minutes as occasion required. As- 
sembled data as to his shortcomings fur- 
nished by instructors' reports, placement 
tests, and the like were placed before each 
student. 
There were three major causes for de- 
ficiency: (1) Carelessness (2) Lack of ap- 
plication of the principles of usage (3) Ig- 
norance of language conventions. The re- 
sponsibility for eliminating the first two 
causes was put squarely up to the student. 
Pupils whose cases revealed ignorance or 
a lack of skill were given individual help 
8Stephcns, Individual Instruction in Teaching 
English Composition. 
9Simons, English Problems in the Solving, p. 
107, 
10Lyman, The Enrichment of English Curricu- 
lum, Supplementary Education Monograph, pp. 
145-150. 
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followed by personal work in addition to 
regular class work. 
A second use of the conference in the 
University of Chicago High School was to 
discover by means of it the character of the 
students' voluntary reading and to guide 
such reading into more desirable channels. 
The students were told that the teacher was 
interested in the reading they did when they 
followed their own bent. Student and 
teacher exchanged informally opinions 
about books, authors, characters in fiction 
and interesting incidents. While the Uni- 
versity High School did not utilize these 
conferences for that purpose, they might 
easily suggest to instructor and to student 
assignments for either oral or written re- 
ports. A third very important use of the 
conference by the University of Chicago 
High School, was directed toward the 
guidance and encouragement of gifted stu- 
dents. These students selected from var- 
ious sections were interviewed to discover 
the nature of their particular flair for writ- 
ing, to determine the type of writing of 
most interest to the individual, and to offer 
guidance and constructive criticism. 
Another interesting experiment with the 
conference is discussed by E. S. Noyse and 
Carroll S. Towle in their articles on "The 
Awkward Squad," at Yale.11 Since Yale 
has no courses in freshman composition, it 
has been necessary to provide for those stu- 
dents who on their comprehensive English 
examinations received a grade of 65 or low- 
er. Besides the class work provided for 
the awkward squad, ten minutes or more is 
required for conference with each student 
every week until his deficiency has been 
made up. These conferences are used (1) 
to show the individual what conventions he 
has broken in his theme, and (2) to indi- 
cate the advantages to be gained by re- 
vision. In order not to confuse the stu- 
dents, only two or three errors are chosen 
for discussion at any conference. There is 
individual instruction, a recognition of in- 
dividual differences. These conferences are 
compulsory. Energy is focused on trying 
to make the student see that only by observ- 
ing the established conventions of language 
can he make his thought intelligible to oth- 
ers. The instructor uses every effort to 
avoid condescension and show of authority 
and to maintain a slightly humorous view, 
the object being to keep the student alert 
but not too tense. 
Warren Shepard recognizes three types 
of conference: 
1. The individual conference on the in- 
dividual theme. 
2. Group conference with three to five 
students. 
3. The individual conference on a series 
of themes.12 
The first type he does not altogether ap- 
prove of, because it takes much of the in- 
structor's time, and because about some 
themes there is really nothing to say. He 
thinks the student group conference valu- 
able. Here each student reads his own 
theme and receives criticism from the other 
members of the group. Each of the five or 
six students in the group has a chance to 
criticize and to be criticized. The timid 
student in this situation feels more at ease 
than in the class, or in the individual con- 
ference with the instructor, and is more 
likely to develop a sense of personal respon- 
sibility to the group and to become inter- 
ested. 
This type of conference may lead to a 
third: the individual conference on a series 
of themes. Here the instructor sums up 
his criticisms of the student's work through 
a series of papers. Through the group con- 
ference the instructor has already become 
nEnglish Journal 
XVIII, 672-680. 
(College Edition), Vol. 
12Warren Shepard, "Three Types of Confer- 
ence," English Journal (College Edition) Vol 
XIX, pp. 387-389. 
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familiar with the student's weakness, both 
as a writer and as a critic. These he can 
place before the student with specific ex- 
amples. The conference gives opportunity 
to encourage the student of ability to con- 
tinue in the field of writing. Conversely, 
the student of no ability should be shown 
his limitations, and steered into some other 
course. 
In my own experience in teaching at 
Shorter College, Georgia, 1911-1921, I 
found the conference invaluable as an oc- 
casion for unearthing interesting material 
for theme assignments. Take for instance 
the case of Dorothy, who had spent her 
childhood and college preparatory years in 
Alaska. Her themes, though mechanically 
correct, were thin and dull. Only after sev- 
eral conferences could she be brought to 
loosen up, and to see that while Alaska 
might seem commonplace to her, it held 
great interest for her classmates. Betty 
was led to write about the jail where John 
Howard Payne had been imprisoned in her 
native Dalton. Helen was coaxed into writ- 
ing stories of Chattanooga instead of using 
second-hand material about the Dunkards; 
and Lee Ella was encouraged to verify a 
legend of the Coosa River that she had 
heard as a child from a friend of her fath- 
er's. This story, by the way, after finding 
a place in the college newspaper and the 
town newspaper, was developed into a suc- 
cessful play. Florida students under ques- 
tioning remembered local legends of Span- 
ish occupation, of Indians and of pirates. 
But for the individual conference, these 
students would have overlooked this very 
interesting and unusual material. 
The chief problem that remains in regard 
to the conference is that of its relation to 
the teaching load. The Yearbook of the 
American Association of Teachers College, 
1926, has suggested one solution. Where- 
as this association advises 16 hours of 
teaching for other instructors, it advises 
only 12 hours as the teaching load of the 
English teacher. Under this system the 
teacher could put in four or five hours of 
conference a week. Another suggestion, 
this from the National Council of Teachers 
of English, is to count as laboratory work 
all time spent in conference, and in theme 
correcting.is Under this system five or six 
conference hours a week are recommended 
for each instructor. 
In teachers colleges where the teaching 
load makes it exceedingly difficult to em- 
ploy the individual conference, E. C. Beck, 
of the University of Florida, and of the 
State Teachers College, Peru, Nebraska, 
suggests that student leaders and readers be 
put in charge of conference groups.14 
The plan which he worked out through 
several years, 1924-1926, is as follows: He 
chose a group of five students from the can- 
didates for the B. A. degree. To each of 
these he assigned six freshmen. The in- 
structor spent an hour per week in confer- 
ence with these student leaders, discussing 
with them problems, and procedures, fore- 
casting the composition assignments for the 
coming week, and suggesting the points to 
be criticized in the next themes. A leader 
had 15-minute conferences every week with 
each of the six students in his group. As 
compensation for this time the student lead- 
ers were given two hours credit apiece for 
practice teaching by the Superintendent of 
the Practice School. Each freshman in 
these conferences was given the specific help 
he needed. To one comma usage was 
taught; another was helped with spelling; 
still another was shown the need for con- 
densing and clarifying his ideas by a simple 
vocabulary. A fourth was instructed to re- 
arrange his material for clarity and interest. 
To determine the needs of individuals, use 
13E. M. Hopkins, Labor and Cost of Teaching 
English, p. 26. 
1+E. C. Beck, "Composition in State Teachers 
Colleges," English Journal (College Edition), 
Vol. XVIII, pp. 593.596. 
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had already been made of the Cross English 
Test, Form A. Reck collected data from 
this experiment for over two years, and 
from 184 students. His conclusions were 
that students who had been given these 
conferences did "truly better" than non-con- 
ference freshmen. There was meanwhile 
no loss of social contacts, for the class pe- 
riod taught by the regular instructor pre- 
served these. The conference leaders, too, 
had benefited in that (1) they had been 
placed in an actual teaching situation, (2) 
they had acquired a sympathetic under- 
standing of freshmen, who after all are only 
three months or so older than high school 
seniors, (3) they had practice in analyzing 
student difficulties and in remedial work for 
individuals in the groups, (4) they had 
come in close contact with the instructor 
and had had the advantage of broad experi- 
ence. The college meanwhile had better 
results and more efficient teaching at no in- 
crease of cost. 
1 his study of the conference has shown 
its range, scope, and possibilities. How- 
ever, the success of the conference must 
depend always on the personality of the in- 
structor, his insight, sympathy, humor, and 
tact. There is no one way to make the con- 
ference effective. Each instructor must 
take from the practice of others that which 
meets his own teaching situation and the 
individual needs of his students, and in 
many cases he must find his own methods of 
approach. 
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FOURTH GRADE STAND- 
ARDS AND OBJECTIVES 
FOR THE TEACHING 
OF ART 
IN CONTINUING the formation of 
these art standards into the grammar 
grades it was felt that some general 
objectives for all work in the three upper 
grades should be assembled first, and also 
the general standards in art for the gram- 
mar grades. These were done in a joint 
meeting of the supervisors of the grammar 
grades, the directors of training, and the 
members of the art department. They 
were planned to serve as a check on the art 
objectives formulated by the individual 
committee for each grade and so to unify 
the work of the three committees. 
As in formulating the objectives for the 
lower grades, acknowledgment is made of 
the help received from various books on art 
in the grades, as : Mathias's two books, Sar- 
gent and Miller, Boaz, etc. 
GENERAL OBJECTIVES FOR THE 
GENERAL WORK OF THE 
GRAMMAR GRADES 
All round development by means of: 
1. Development of skills in tool subjects 
2. Development of desirable habits of 
work 
the standards and objectives here given were 
asssembled by the two supervisors of the fourth 
grade in the Training School, Mrs. J. L. Fristo 
and Mrs. Lila Milliken, and the members of the 
art department, Miss Alimae Aiken and the 
author. Sets of objectives for the first three 
grades were prepared in a similar manner some 
time ago, and appeared in the Virginia Teacher 
for July, 1929. 
